The Safety Catch
ugly as an orange dropped in ink. He stepped down among his
companions and looming above them, stared malevolently at the
Peace platform, where John, tall, well-dressed, graceful, important,
his hat carelessly held in one hand, was already addressing the great
crowd.
In a few minutes, Mr. Bliss had decided on his policy. He led his
men to John's crowd, where they distributed themselves in a close
line on the periphery. The policy began to work. Seen from John's
point of view, a well-behaved and attentive audience suddenly
began to show signs on its edges of discomfort, like a man with an
earwig up his sleeve. Upon those blank and distant faces suddenly
appeared looks of indignation and irritation. Bowler hats fell away.
People disappeared for a moment and then reappeared, like pebbles
in a choppy sea, just as if someone had given them a smart blow in
the back of the knees. A murmur of protest could be heard and the
whole phenomenon looked like a ring of trouble steadily approach-
ing the platform, from where it was for a time ignored.
The policy was simple. Mr. Bliss and his followers were simply
but firmly pushing their way through the crowd from the back to
the front, regardless of anyone's comfort, convenience or safety.
As they went, they replied briefly to expostulations, "Sorry, old
boy-. Can't hear a word. Deaf from birth. Must get to the front.
By your leave, lady. Mind your backs."
By the time the troublous wave had reached the centre of the
crowd, Joe Gearie saw what and who it was. He nipped down and
spoke to Mr. Rodney Wire, who nodded grimly and about-turned
the Panthers of Peace. The uproar began to be remarkable. One or
two wrangles developed into clouting matches. Prudent citizens
and their wives walked away. John stopped talking because there
were so many whose attention was divided between listening to
him and preventing their noses from being punched. Mr* Rodney
Wire stationed himself in front of the Panthers and waited for Mr.
Bliss to wade through slaughter to the platform.
For some time the young man in the green shirt and spectacles,
with his followers, had been looking on at the interesting proceed-
ings. At last, however, although he had never been within sight of
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